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Abstract
Students face many barriers throughout their education and school transitions have
always been a significant challenge for many. Moving to a new school always comes with a host
of challenges whether you are moving into kindergarten as a 5-year old or moving to a four-year
university as an 18-year old. Schools attempt many different interventions at each of these
levels but one common theme, which transcends through a student’s entire journey and
increases the chances of a success, is engaging families throughout its entirety. Parents are
typically much more involved in a student’s earlier years of school, mainly elementary school,
but this engagement seems to decrease as a student gets older and moves into different
schools. Having parents involved early in their child’s education is vitally important for
adolescent development. It is just as important to keep them engaged throughout all of it as
every transition is just as important as the previous. Using families as a tool and a resource to
help a student through these difficult times in school will help all students become more
successful academically, socially, and behaviorally. There are many barriers to increasing family
involvement. Some of these barriers are due to family circumstances such as busy schedules
and childcare needs. However some of these barriers (often unknowingly) are from the school
and district itself such as inherent biases from staff and teachers or a (perceived or actual) lack
of communication between school and home. Overcoming these barriers and making a stronger
connection between school and home remains a critical intervention to aid students in making
transitions between schools.

Keywords: school transitions, family engagement, family involvement, education.
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It Takes a Village: Engaging Families to Support Students
Transitioning into A New School
It truly does take a village to raise a child. Throughout a child’s life they are influenced
by, taught by, trained by, nurtured by, and generally cared for by hundreds of teachers,
administrators, counselors, nurses, doctors, bosses, coaches, and any number of other adults
outside of their immediate family. Oftentimes these adults work together very cohesively in the
care of the child while other times there is an obvious divide. It is widely researched that
increased family involvement and a collaborative relationship in a child’s education between
school and home will lead to students being more successful in all areas (Caplan, 2001) and
that “disadvantaged” students (whose family, social, or economic circumstances hinder their
ability to learn at school) are able to reach the same milestones as other students (Pape, 1999).
Building up the levels of communication for schools will not only help all students to learn to be
successful but will have a greater impact on those students that need it the most. The first
portion of this literature review will dive deeper into these, and other such studies showing the
positive results of family involvement and engagement.
There are four major transitions that students face while navigating most school districts
in our current structure: (1) The transition into public education in kindergarten, (2) the transition
from elementary school to middle school or junior high school, (3) the transition from middle
school/junior high to high school and, (4) the transition out of education into colleges or careers.
Each of these different transitions comes with a host of difficulties and changes that not only
impact the student but the families as well. These transitions take a major toll on students and
these are often times where students begin to struggle academically, socially, behaviorally, or
any combination of these. Schools work through many strategies to guide students through
these transitions with a wide range of results. One overarching theme while looking through
successful school transition programs is that family engagement helps at all levels. “Over 40
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years of steadily accumulating evidence show that family involvement is one of the strongest
predictors of children’s school success, and that families play pivotal roles in their children’s
cognitive, social, and emotional development from birth through adolescence” (Weiss et. al.,
2009, p. 4). For this reason, sections two and three will primarily focus on the needs of students
in each of these transitions and the importance of involving family at ever level.
The literature review will conclude with a review of common barriers associated with
family engagement in schools to begin to look at common communication gaps between
schools and families. It can appear very simple to review and discuss the importance of
programs to help students within school transitions but this should not be done without also
determining why families are sometimes not more involved. There are many reasons that
families may not engage in a child’s education and to really consider interventions for students
we need to first find the root causes.
Literature Review
Family Engagement and Student Success
The definition of family engagement is “parents and teachers sharing a responsibility to
help their children learn and meet educational goals” (Waterford, 2018, What is Parent
Engagement section). This idea began to grow steadily over time, beginning with the “Strong
Families, Strong Schools” campaign and research completed in 1994 (Department of Education,
1994). For years there had always been thoughts of a strong connection between how
education is treated at home and how successful the students are. This research was
instrumental in creating changes to the education system and the focus of schools with a bigger
emphasis on involving families in education by showing specific reasons and research to
support these beliefs. Additionally, this research showed that “controllable” behaviors by a
family, such as reading at home (even just having access to reading materials at home), limiting
student absenteeism and reducing excessive television watching correlated greatly to positive
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test scores in eighth grade mathematics in 37 states. This landmark research also indicated that
family income and education levels were not as strong of a predictor of student achievement as
were the activities that families do together (Department of Education, 1994). This research
helped to strengthen the movement for schools to work harder to involve families more in the
learning process. The American Psychological Association (APA) remarks that parental
involvement is important for a student “…because if parents show that they care about
schooling, children are more likely to value it themselves” (Allen et. al., n.d., School/Family
Partnerships section). Often, parents are reluctant to get involved in a student’s academics as
they do not think they have the knowledge to help them. This research proves that simply by
trying to help them and actively participating in a student’s education they are showing the
importance of education and this participation can pay huge dividends in the future.
Families who help their children in their educational journey and involve themselves in
the process will see very large gains in many areas for the student. Students will be much more
successful academically as students whose families engage in their education typically have
higher homework completion rates and better attendance which lead to higher test scores and
better overall grades in their classes (Epstein & Jansorn, 2004). Students who have families that
are more involved also see higher graduation rates and have a higher likelihood of enrolling in
postsecondary education (Norton, 2003). Henderson (1987) and Caplan (2001) explain that atrisk students (typically seen as students of color or with a low socio-economic status) also show
greater improvements with the addition of family engagement strategies and it is one of the
strongest indicators of success for these students. There are many factors that affect the
success of students but including families in planning often comes up very early in the list of
successful interventions, “although family engagement is not the only driver of high school
student success, it is an important influence that must not be ignored” (Iver et. al., 2015, p. 28).
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Family involvement correlates greatly to increases in academics but this is not the only
area we see it helping students in their growth and development. In addition to academic
success there are also studies that show students can be more successful with classroom
behavior (Carlson et. al., 2020) and social-emotional skills (Sheridan, 2010). When parents
become more confident in their ability to help their children the confidence of the student grows.
A study by Wang & Sheikh-Khalil (2014) of over 1,000 students studied the impact of increased
parental involvement on both academic success and feelings of depression and found that this
engagement increased academic success and emotional functioning in adolescents. This study
also showed that even if there is less involvement in one of the facets studied (home-based,
school-based, or academic socialization) there was still an increase in social functioning and
academic success, which means that even a minimum level of family involvement can still have
a positive impact on students. This is also important to note as families in lower socio-economic
status tend to have less time for such involvement, due to varying work schedules and other
such barriers. These findings show that, some involvement in one facet is just as important as
high levels of involvement in all facets. Roeser et. al. (2000) state that this is most likely the
case as this helps to fulfill an adolescents’ basic psychological need for “trusting and accepting
relationships with adult” (p. 445) and helps them to see the value in their education as well.
In 2017 an estimated 3.2 million children between the ages of 12 and 17 in the United
States (roughly 13.3% of children in that age range) have had at least one episode of
depression in the past 12 months, according to the National Institute of Mental Health (2019),
and these numbers are a steep incline from a similar study in 2007. Research is also seeing
similar rising numbers in anxiety (McCarthy, 2019; National Institute of Mental Health, 2017) and
suicidal ideation (Santhanam, 2019) in adolescents. Parental behaviors are a major indication
of future depression in children and increasing family engagement for these students tends to
give a more positive outlook on school, through increased confidence, and decrease some of
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these levels of anxiety and depression, through a more constant support system. (Duchesne et.
al., 2009)
Copious amounts of research has been done on the positive impact that family
involvement has on the potential success a student can have in school and this is something
that must not be ignored by the school system. Families can have a positive or a negative
impact on a student’s success at school by no fault of the school itself. By finding creative ways
to encourage, support and empower families to become involved and stay involved, schools will
see many positive outcomes by way of their students feeling confident and mentally prepared
enough to be successful learners and focus on education.
Struggles in School Transitions
Transition to Kindergarten
The first educational transition for students is the transition into the school system in
kindergarten and it is a very important transition as students who repeat their first grade in
elementary school are more likely to eventually drop out than their peers (Allen, et. al., n.d).
This is a very unique transition as students, and families, come from all walks of life and
previous experience with the education system. Some students have had older siblings who
have already entered the school system while this may be the first child to make this transition
for many families. Some students have been at a preschool type of system that prepares them
for the classroom while many are cared for in other ways that are much less structured. These,
and a host of other experiences and barriers, are going to have a major impact on this transition
for the student and the families involved. The beginning phase for many kindergarten
classrooms is assessing students in areas such as math and reading and using this data to
guide future classroom lessons (Zill & West, 2001) and get a feel for this new group of students.
Zill & West (2001) also state that one of the major difficulties with these assessments is that it
can be a time-consuming process for teachers and may not give accurate results as they can be
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impacted in a major way by some unforeseen carriers such as overall shyness and language
skills of the student.
Once elementary school classrooms are up and running they may try many different
transition strategies to support students but it really depends on the individual school. A review
by Little (2017) researched the most effective transition strategies and found that there is little
correlation between the number of transition practices and student success but that there were
specific techniques used that appeared to work such as staggering the students beginning the
year into smaller groups. Each school, and class, is so unique that it is very difficult to create a
universal transition program that is going to have equal impact for all students.
Much of the difficulty, from a school standpoint, that comes from helping a student
transition to kindergarten is that much of the work is out of the school’s hands. So much of this
transition is all about the preparedness of the family before the student even sets foot into an
elementary building. Some skills, most non-academic, should be taught at home prior to a
student enrolling in kindergarten such as independence, the ability to ask for help, responsibility,
routines, acknowledgement of feelings, and basic literacy skills (Galusky, n.d.). These
foundational skills are very important for students and must be assessed, and addressed, by the
school and the classroom teacher before they are even able to consider working on the
kindergarten academic curriculum.
Transition to Middle School
The next transition that students make while in the traditional education system is the
move to middle school or junior high school. With each school transition we see a gradual
increase of independence and this is often where we see the most obvious changes. “The
concerns that preteens have about entering middle school can be grouped into three categories:
academic, procedural, and social” (Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006, p. 16). Elementary students are
typically staying in one or two classrooms the majority of the day while seeing and working with
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a few main teachers during this time. When students enter middle school, they begin navigating
more classrooms, teachers, and free time which they are not always ready for. The age of
students entering middle school is crucial for development and one that can not be understated
as described by Roeser et. al. (2000, p. 446), “For researchers and practitioners interested in
middle grades education, the challenge of cultivating positive youth development is the dual
challenge of understanding, designing, and implementing schoolwide reform efforts that benefit
all adolescents during this critical developmental period.” In short, middle school is a critical time
for adolescent development and needs to be treated as such.
In regards to helping with this transition many sixth-grade classrooms are set up to help
students be more successful and to ease the burden of this transition. Most middle schools
purposefully keep students in a similar pattern that they saw in elementary school as to make it
not seem so different. Most middle schools also treat sixth grade students much differently than
their older counterparts as they often see less teachers in a given day, are more likely to have a
homeroom type of teacher who is seen as their advisory teacher and they are often grouped or
teamed with smaller groups of students (Jackson & Davis, 2000). These are proven transition
practices that many schools are currently implementing to help students successfully make the
necessary adjustments to middle school.
Adolescents entering middle school have much different needs than those who entered
kindergarten. Incoming sixth graders are beginning to feel a lack of motivation to learn
(Anderson et. al., 1999) and higher levels of self-reported anxiety (Nelemens et. al., 2018) which
is very different than many students entering lower grade levels. Often the move from smaller
elementary schools, where students are often with the same group of students all day, to bigger
middle schools, where they are now moving around to new classes with new people, makes
them feel less connected to their classmates and their school (Fite et. al., 2018). In addition to
these developmental changes research shows that middle school teachers set higher
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expectations for student workloads and ability to work independently which many students are
also not ready for (Elias, 2001). All of this can further decrease motivation and make students
feel like they do not have the ability to be successful (Cauley & Jovanovic, 2006) which can
cause undue stress and drastically hurt these students academically, emotionally and socially.
At the middle school level students begin to have a greater sense of self and no longer
just need to learn about being responsible and independent. Students have to learn more
difficult skills such as perseverance and prioritization. Many skills like this require additional time
and opportunity to develop than they can be given. Embracing these developmental changes
can be very important for helping students make this transition.
Transition to High School
One of the most researched areas of student transition is the transition to high school.
In our current education system most schools move from middle school to high school between
the eighth and ninth grade year when students are between the ages of 13 and 14. At this
stage of development adolescents are going through many additional changes in terms of
relationships, self-identity, and natural bodily adjustments. With all of these happening at once it
is not a surprise to see how many ninth-grade students struggle in this first year of high school
and it is staggering to see the negative implications of falling behind as a ninth grader on future
high school years and beyond. A 2005 research study by Allensworth and Easton (2005) stated
that students who were on track to graduate (which is defined as accumulating five full course
credits and no more than one semester F in English, math, science or social studies) by the end
of ninth grade were “more than three and one-half times more likely to graduate in four years
than off-track students” (p. 7). Falling behind in ninth grade can be a major pitfall for many
students that can feel almost impossible to recover from as you progress in your later high
school years. Academic, time-management and problem-solving skills become incredibly
important in supporting students at this age of development,
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One of the most important jobs a middle school teacher has is aiding the transition for
their students into high school (Mizelle & Irvin, 2000). Just as in the transition to middle school,
students entering high school have more challenges they must learn to navigate. In high school,
students now begin to desire even more independence from their parents (Letrello & Miles,
2003) and social needs begin to take much more of a front seat to academic needs (Oakes &
Waite, 2009). Students have much greater autonomy in their choice of classes, are required to
do much more work academically per class, and are given much more independent time to
complete assignments. Students are also expected to begin advocating for themselves more
and to ask for help as needed while working to balance additional options outside of school
such as sports teams, clubs, extracurriculars, and job opportunities (Klein, 2019). All of these
new challenges can be overwhelming for students, especially those that already had academic,
mental health and/or social issues while in middle school. Outside of school, friendships and a
student’s social life also have a major impact on student success in school, both good and bad,
as adolescents often begin to find a sense of self through the friendships they acquire at this
point in their lives (Roybal et. al., 2014). It is also important to note that minority students tend to
struggle more in high school transitions (Benner & Graham, 2009) due to potential factors such
as changing peer groups and a higher likelihood of feeling disconnected from the school and
other peers. As such, identifying and supporting these at-risk students early is even more
critical than your typical struggling ninth grader.
Two other factors that contribute greatly to successful student transitions at both
secondary (middle school and high school) levels are school connectedness and bullying. One
such longitudinal study of over 105,000 students in 188 different schools found that school
climate, student perception of school climate, and student perception of their connectedness to
the school all had high correlations to positive adjustments to high school and that grades were
positively correlated to a feeling of belongingness to the school and students (Brand et. al.,
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2003). This research also showed that students with lower socio-economic status (SES), and
minority students benefited at higher rates from increased perceptions of school connectedness.
Students, and human beings in general, desire strong connections to the people and places
where they spend their time. Establishing this connection early is very important to support
successful students. Bullying is a major issue that disengages students and makes them feel
like they are not connected. Research has intensified on this topic over the past few years.
According to StopBullying.gov (2020, What is Bullying section) bullying is defined as having
three core characteristics of “unwanted aggressive behavior, an observed or perceived power
imbalance, and a repetition or a high likelihood of bullying behaviors.” Bullying is a much larger
schoolwide issue than just for students transitioning to a new school, but according to the
Center for Disease Control & Prevention (2014), people involved in bullying behavior (both
victims and aggressors) show numerous negative outcomes such as depression, anxiety, poor
social functioning, poor school performance, and substance abuse. Though bullying is a much
bigger issue in a school setting it must not go unnoticed as students transition into a new
building, as it can also contribute to school struggles, behavioral problems and mental health
issues. These concerns must be addressed early and maintained often.
Schools attempt many interventions to help assist middle school students transition to
high school. This process begins with some coordination between the middle school and the
high school, which is very important. Oftentimes these transition programs include: visits and
tours to the new high school while still in middle school, use of peer mentors or positive student
leaders, high school counselors meeting with eighth graders for advising and schedule planning,
summer bridge programs, and freshmen specific orientations or classes (Roybal et. al., 2014;
Erickson et. al., 2013). Programs such as these, emphasize great communication between the
middle school and high school which leads to success for the majority of students. Students
transitioning to this level need layers of support programs that not only will focus on academic
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needs (as many often do) but also must have a focus on the social and connectedness needs
that adolescents at this stage of development strive for.
Transition to College and Careers
This transition for students is, in some ways, very similar to the transition to kindergarten
whereas much of the work occurs outside of the walls of the school. The end goal of any school
system is to create students who are ready to be successful in life after high school, whether it
be in continuing education or entering the workforce. Helping students to plan for their life after
high school has been a major push in schools all across the country which has led to legislation
such as the “Planning for Students’ Successful Transition to Postsecondary and Employment”
legislation in the state of Minnesota. With this legislation all ninth-grade students must enter
high school with a personal learning plan that “includes academic scheduling, career
exploration, career and employment-related skills, community partnerships, college access, all
forms of postsecondary training, and experiential learning opportunities” (Minnesota Department
of Education, 2019). The idea behind this, and similar legislation, is to ensure that students are
taught the skills required for life after high school no matter what they decide to do.
The complications arise for helping students with this transition because students begin
to take so many paths after high school and preparing for each unique situation is nearly
impossible. We will first begin with using high school as a way to prepare students for continuing
their education at a college or university. A study by Winters and Green (2005) shows that,
though graduation rates remained unchanged from 1991 – 2002, the percentage of students
who left high school with the necessary qualifications to enter college rose from 25% to 34%
which shows the increases in college preparedness focus for school districts. During this same
time the percentage of high school sophomores who expected to go to college following high
school rose from 59% to 72% (Ingles et. al., 2005). College preparation has been a major focus
of school districts. This makes sense as according the United States Bureau of Labor Statistics
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(2020) a student who earn at least an Associate’s Degree in college earns nearly 20% more
annually than someone with only a high school diploma. Furthermore, these numbers
dramatically rise as a student obtains additional college education.
The Institute for Education Sciences (2009) recommends that schools provide the
following opportunities to students to help ensure they are prepared to enter college
•
•
•
•
•

Provide students with college level coursework as ninth graders
Use assessments and other data to track if students are on the right track with built in
indicators of students who are beginning to get off track
Partnering up students with mentors in the community
Educate and provide help for students in “critical steps” for college entry such as
ACT/SAT testing, college applications and entrance exams
Help families and students understand college financing and financial aid options

Some of these steps require large scale changes in the school system and are not something
that can be done in the short term which can make it difficult. Most schools rely heavily on their
school counselors in helping with this transition by providing some level of college counseling
and senior meetings with students to help them know what to expect (Greatschools, 2019) and
how to begin navigating life after high school. It is, once again, critically important to target and
reach out to at-risk students as early as possible (preferably ninth grade or earlier) to begin
exploring options, providing information, and giving them incentives. Finally, according to
Greatschools (2019), it is important to build a culture in the school of high expectations and
encouraging students that they can be successful in college, if this is something they really want
to do. It is equally as important to show students that college (especially a 4-year program) is
not the only option for students to be successful. It is crucial to understand the student and their
goals, values, skills, and ambitions to be able to show them all options that are available to
them.
This leads us to the discussion of other opportunities for schools beyond college
preparation. It is true that college graduates earn more money than students with a high school
diploma but we often forget to mention that not every student who goes to college after high
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school ends up graduating from that, or any, college (Snyder et. al., 2004). Students who go to
college unprepared or unmotivated may drop out which puts them in undue debt even though
they will still only be earning the same, or close to the same, as someone with a high school
diploma. It is important to provide students with all options or opportunities while in high school
so they do not fall trap to these circumstances which negatively impact them in the long run,
both financially and emotionally. Some schools are beginning to create classes in high school
that will certify students for careers they can enter immediately after high school (Springs,
2020), such as a Certified Nursing Assistant (CNA) program or ServSafe certifications. These
types of programs will give some students a glimpse of this career area, and college credit
without having to pay college fees, and allow them to earn these certifications free of charge
before graduation. At the very least giving the opportunity in high school to see all options
outside of traditional post-secondary education is important.
In terms of preparation for life after high school, although looking at careers and hard skills
for these careers is important it is also pertinent that schools provide training and education in
soft skills that are desired in all aspects of life. There is much crossover in the areas of soft and
hard skills that are needed for student success in college or the workforce. A study by ACT
(2006) compared trainings and preparation for colleges (using ACT tests) and the workforce
(using WorkKeys readiness levels) and found comparable skills needed in reading and math
skills for students going into either area following high school. As for soft skills, both college
professors (Peter D. Hart Research Associates, Inc., 2005) and employers (National
Association of Manufacturers, Manufacturing Institute’s Center for Workforce Success, &
Deloitte Consulting, 2005) alike show that students and employees coming straight from high
school have major gaps in areas such as:
•

Quality writing skills

•

Presentation and general communication skills
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Teamwork skills

•

Computer and research skills

•

Reading and translating graphs and charts

•

Basic math skills
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All students leaving high school must be prepared with employability skills upon exiting
high school to successfully transition to any professional setting. What students do upon leaving
high school is out of the control of the school itself but what they are taught to make them
successful is within their control. This is a difficult transition because almost half of these
students (49%) felt that high school left them unprepared for the work world (Peter D. Hart
Research Associates, Inc., 2005). Since this research was completed much work has been
done and areas of study have been changed to hopefully help students feel more prepared for
work, but there are still deficiencies that must be addressed.
Family Engagement in School Transitions
Parent involvement is typically at it’s highest early in a student’s educational journey and
tends to decrease as a student ages and progresses through the school system (Crosnoe,
2001; Choi et. al., 2015) Low-income families tend to have much less engagement, for a variety
of reasons, than families with higher socio-economic status (Drummond & Stipek, 2014). School
transitions are some of the most difficult areas for students to navigate and we know that middle
school transition is a pivotal time for many adolescents as they are beginning to shift interests
from family and school focused to their peers, relationships and things outside of the family
(Davis & Lambie, 2015; Downs, 2001). There are many areas that can positively impact a
student’s transition into new building such as school connectedness (Brand et. al., 2003),
academic and social-emotional support programs (Roybal, et. al., 2014), and celebrating
student successes rather than focusing on failures (Chitoyo & May, 2018). However much of the
research comes back to the importance of family involvement.
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Engagement opportunities from schools are crucial early to get parents involved as
much as possible.
Perhaps more importantly, they (schools) need to work to keep parents involved in their
child's education and school activities during the middle school years so that they are
comfortable ‘coming to school’ and confident that their involvement makes a difference in their
child's academic success (Mizelle & Irvin., 2000, p. 59).
If we can begin engaging families early they will find it easier to come and work with the school
if they notice their child struggling or needed assistance in an area. Families typically want to be
connected but often may feel like they are not able to be as connected as they want to be,
therefore providing plenty of opportunities in the kindergarten transition could be very beneficial.
For some families feeling connected may mean coming into the classroom and volunteering, or
attending in-person events, but not all families are comfortable doing this. Simple activities that
the school can do such as announcing and introducing new staff or sending pictures of what
was done in class can also make the family feel like they are more involved in the process
(Nixon, 2017) and help them to stay a part of the community. In our new digital world there are
many simple ways and platforms available, to open up the door to connection. This will pay off
in large quantities, as much research suggests that engaging families early is crucial to
childhood transitions and finding creative ways to get them involved as early as possible, with
the most useful being in kindergarten (Walsh et. al., 2018).
One of the main difficulties with keeping families engaged in the transition to middle
school is that, rather than teaching one classroom full of students, teachers have up to five
different sections that they are trying to teach, so there is less time to build a relationship with
families (Hill & Tyson, 2009). Hill and Tyson (2009) also state that middle schools are typically
much bigger and less personal than elementary schools which makes this transition much more
daunting. These, along with many other factors, make it very important for the school and
teachers to actively work to keep families engaged and provide opportunities to aid in this
transition (Davis & Lambie, 2005). Parental involvement tends to be much more indirect at this
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stage as children tend to crave independence and this makes it much easier for parents to
distance themselves from education but schools must work to keep families from becoming
disconnected. If families are not kept engaged in middle school you will rarely see them come
back to being more connected in later years.
The transition to high school is also difficult as it does not really end in ninth grade and “it
is necessary to address students and their troubles during various stages of the transition, not
just once they reach the ninth grade” (Cohen & Smerdom, 2009, p. 180). Many changes occur
throughout high school and constant communication is important. Though communication
between parents, teachers, and students shows to increase high school achievement, most
notably in math and science, 17% of parents report that they received no communication about
their students’ transition to high school (Iver et. al., 2015). Parents and families play a significant
role in helping their children become successful members of society. They are also integral in
guiding their children through this time of transition. Studies have found that students whose
parents monitored and positively intervened in their child’s activities (e.g., schoolwork, peers,
participation) were more likely to transition easily into high school (Smith, 1997). Smith (1997)
also stated that school contact with parents resulted in improved overall communication
between families and schools. When schools and teachers encourage parental participation,
they have higher levels of involvement. Students whose parents are involved are usually more
adjusted, have lower dropout rates, and higher achievement. Parents should be informed about
all aspects of the transition, course decisions, and planning of activities. Transition programs
that involve students, parents, and teachers have the strongest effect (Cohen & Smerdon,
2009). One very successful strategy to increasing parent involvement early in the process is by
setting up home visits with freshmen students and families the summer before arriving to high
school (Ferlazzo, 2011), to begin to bridge the gap of home and school before the child even
sets foot on campus.
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Many parents, especially those that did not attend college, worry about helping their
student transition to careers or college after high school. Hossler and Gallagher (1987) stated
that a family, and their knowledge and experiences, has the biggest impact on expectations
students have about college and their preparedness or ability to go to college. This is why we
often see children of people who did not attend college also follow the same path. Allowing
students to explore college and career options while also involving families in this process (as a
teacher, counselor or administrator) is very important in high school to give students and
families the information they need. The more comfortable a family feels about initiating and
engaging in conversations about college and other such options the more opportunities the
student may have (Bergersen, 2009). Another area where families typically have concerns is
paying for, or obtaining financial aid for, college. Exploring the costs of college can be very
intimidating, especially for families with limited experience dealing with such costs. According to
the Institute for Educational Sciences (2009) one of the most important steps that students (and
families) need in successfully creating a pathway to college is increasing awareness of paying
for college and types of financial aid available. By simply holding workshops for families about
financial aid and the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) students and families
may feel more comfortable with this daunting process.
Overall, engaging families at every level is pertinent to helping students feel and become
successful. When parents are happy and informed, they can more easily help their students be
happy and informed. Just like the need to empower students in their own learning it is important
for all schools to empower families with the skills that they need to help students. When we are
able to encourage families to be a part of these important transitions it will not only help the
school or the student but the relationship between all three.
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Barriers to Increasing Family Engagement
The discussion of increasing family engagement is much easier said than done. There
are many factors that may discourage or hinder family engagement such as personal matters
with the families, teacher assumptions or biases, and schoolwide or district issues (Breese,
2017). Garbacz et. al. (2017) put parental barriers into two main categories: structural/logistical
and psychological/attitudinal. No matter how they are categorized it is important to realize just
how many barriers could be in place that will hinder student success. In a perfect world every
school would work hand in hand with the families of their students and the families would be
ready, willing and able help their students at any time. We know that we do not live in a perfect
world and there are many reasons that families are not able to, do not know how to, or are just
afraid to get more involved in their students’ education.
In terms of personal matters that may hinder and discourage family involvement
Panorama (n.d.) survey data the top barriers parents have to engaging in their child’s learning
are:
•

How busy your schedule is (54%)

•

Childcare needs (25%)

•

School staff seems to busy (23%)

•

Worry that other adults will treat your child differently (21%)

•

Transportation-related challenges (19%)

•

The school provides little information about opportunities (18%)

Barriers to helping a child’s needs come in many different forms as, by looking at the results
above, much of the challenge comes from perspective and/or circumstance. Schools may be
able to establish regular communication to families or provide childcare and/or transportation,
but if a parent does not feel comfortable becoming involved it could all be for nothing. When the
problem has to do with perspective (such as school staff treating my child differently or the staff
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seems too busy) it is something that the school may be able to overcome and communicate
regularly with all families. Schools can send out information in a variety of ways to provide
necessary information and allow teachers and counselors either more time or flexible time to
meet with or work with parents outside of regular hours. In terms of personal barriers such as
busy schedules and childcare needs it can be more difficult for schools to either know the
problem exists or establish ways to solve this problem.
School staff can also contribute to limiting family involvement, often without even
realizing they are doing it. According to Caplan (2001) there can also be many assumptions
held by teachers that may hinder communication such as
•

Parents who do not attend school events don’t care about their children’s success in
school

•

Parents who are illiterate, non-English speaking, or unemployed can’t help their children
in school

•

Parents from different ethnic and racial groups don’t understand how to help their
children with school

•

It’s up to parents to find out what is going on at school

•

Parent involvement is not worth the effort

If teachers hold assumptions similar to those above, they alone, can become a barrier to
family involvement and be a major reason that families do not want to be involved. If parents do
not see their given role, or feel their role is undervalued, they will often become disengaged.
This can lead to parents feeling like they do not have the skills necessary to help their children
become successful which leads to them being even more disengaged. It is important for
administrators and teachers to understand that parental involvement is not always the onedimensional way that is typically perceived (attending events and helping with homework) but
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that there are a multitude of ways that parents can, and are, involved in their children’s life and
education (Garbacz et. al., 2017).
In addition to these barriers that may impact all family engagement we need to look at some
of the systemic barriers that hinder this relationship for minorities and other underserved
populations. One’s own educational experiences can, and will, create a major barrier to the
education of their children and African Americans tend to have a much higher rate of negative
experiences in school (Koonce & Harper, 2005). Barriers like these are much more difficult to
overcome as they are based in history that cannot be erased by some of the measures
discussed in this paper. Other barriers to underserved populations that can create barriers tend
to be limited financial resources, limited educational resources, and less flexible work schedules
(Williams-Powell & Sanchez, 2011). Once again, these barriers may be much more difficult to
overcome and will often need some sort of community involvement and supports that are
outside of the school system itself.
Overcoming barriers is something that schools need to determine on an individual level
as every school and community has such different needs. There is no universal solution that is
going to help all families and keep them all involved and engaged throughout. One of the crucial
areas that each school needs to determine is where these barriers are before they can begin to
find viable solutions that will cater to the needs of their specific population. Parents and families
want to be involved, want to be empowered, and want to help, but sometimes there is
something beyond their control that does not allow them to actually do it.
Future Research Needs
This research was mostly completed by separating the two areas discussed above (the
importance of family engagement together and the difficulties students have with transitions in
school) and tying them together to show their correlations. Though there are a few large scale
studies regarding this topic, not enough overall research has been completed in the areas of
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combining family engagement supports with transition supports. Much of the research done
shows family engagement strategies at different levels but does not specifically identify
strategies that would be best for parents who are new to a school (or to the school district).
There are very specific needs for students, at any level, that should be addressed to ensure an
effective transition. According to National Center for Safe Supportive Learning Environments
(2020) some of these specific needs, for both parents and students, include
•

Meeting the teachers, counselors, administration and other support staff

•

Touring and getting an understanding of the building

•

Providing peer contacts or mentors to support social and emotional health

•

Communicating with the previous school

•

Create a warm and inviting atmosphere

This does not come as a surprise, however, because the idea of family engagement is
something that can help students at any point in education, not just those who are transitioning
to a new school. Another difficulty with this is that the transition period may be longer in certain
schools than it would be in others. An example of this is the transition to ninth grade as it is
rather arbitrary to say that only ninth grade students need additional supports to help navigate
high school as there are probably many sophomores who are still struggling in school. Although
the research shows many strong connections between family engagement and each level of
student transition in school it would benefit to look at these unique needs of students in these
areas to try and find some more universal supports that schools could put in place.
Implications in School Counseling Programming
Engaging families is very important for schools to help make students successful. It is
also important to engage these families very early in the process because families who are
engaged early are more likely stay engaged throughout the child’s education. The work and
support put in by families in elementary school, leads to successful students in middle school
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and high school (Henderson,1987). In a typical school setting the school counselor is the first
line of defense for all new students. For this reason, school counselors are often also charged
with helping to create programs and orientation. Parents and families may not know the
implications and importance of their involvement in every student’s success in high school. This
research and knowledge will help school counselors be able to not only implement such
programs, but also to show the evidence of their importance. Simply stated, involving parents,
or at least giving them the opportunity to be involved, will help shape their child’s journey
through school and beyond, as well as help them to be more open if they need help in the
future.
In a school setting a school counselor is asked to be a leader and a change agent.
Davis and Lambie (2005, p. 147) remind us that school counselors are to:
Take a leadership role in designing and delivering a comprehensive school counseling
program that proactively engages all stakeholders (families, teachers, school personnel
and staff, and the community) through collaborative and coordinated programs in an
effort to promote the academic, career, and personal/social development of middle
school students.
In addition to this, The American School Counselor Association (2019, p. 81) states that
in a school counselor’s consultation role: “as experts in academic achievement, college/career
access and social/emotional development, share strategies that support student success with
families, teachers, other educators and community organizations.” The keys to these statements
are that counselors must not only react to issues that may come up for students in terms of
transitions but to be proactive in helping to develop supports prior to a student ever setting foot
on the school campus. The role of the school counselor is very important to help in these
transitions and working to involve families in the process is shown to be a powerful and
worthwhile strategy.
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Conclusions and Discussion
Change is hard for everybody, not just children, as many people struggle with moving to
a new city, or to a new house, or to a new job. The main differences between transitions as an
adult and transitions as an adolescent is that you have already, hopefully, had some good
experiences transitioning in the past, have a better understanding of how these transitions
impact you and, most importantly, are most likely doing it as a choice. Students are asked to
move to a different school along with their peers regardless of how ready they are or if they are
not ready academically or emotionally as it is mostly about age rather than maturity. This being
said, it is important to have a support system in place for any transition, especially for
adolescents who do not have the skills required to cope with all of the changes that occur.
A family being involved in education is important for every student at every level and
sometimes we, as adults, seem to forget this as students get older. As adolescents become
more independent and as lives continue to stay busy it can be very easy to think that these
children can navigate all of this on their own, but we all must work together to continue nurturing
and assisting children through their formative years. Research overwhelmingly shows that not
only does engaging families early help students through their education but keeping them
involved pays huge dividends to that child’s confidence to keep growing and learning. It is not
always easy, as something will always get in the way, but at the end of the day the student’s
needs come first and we must work to create the village it takes to raise the child to become
ready for these future changes in life as they occur.

ENGAGING FAMILIES TO SUPPORT TRANSITIONS

28

References
ACT, Inc. (2006). Ready for college and ready for work: Same or different? Iowa City, IA:
Author. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED491591.pdf
American School Counselors Association (2019) ASCA national model: A framework for school
counseling programs (4th ed.). Alexandria, VA: Author.
Allen L., Weiss R.A., & Weiss, R.G. (n.d.) Transitions to school: what helps children succeed?
Essentials for success in preschool and beyond. American Psychological Association.
https://www.apa.org/advocacy/education/transition-to-school
Allensworth, E.M. & Easton, J.Q. (2005) The on-track indicator as a predictor of high school
graduation. Consortium of Chicago School Research. Retrieved on March 10, 2020
from https://scoe.net/calsoap/professional_resources/Documents/on_track_indicator.pdf
Anderman, E. M., Maehr, M. L., & Midgley, C. (1999). Declining motivation after the transition to
middle school: schools can make a difference. Journal of Research & Development in
Education, 32, 131–147.
Benner, A., & Graham, S. (2009). The transition to high school as a developmental process
among multiethnic urban youth. Child Development, 80, 356-376.
Bergerson, A. A. (2009). College choice and access to college: moving policy, research and
practice to the 21st century. ASHE Higher Education Report, 35(4).
Brand, S., Felner, R., Shim, M., Seitsinger, A., & Dumas, T. (2003). Middle school improvement
and reform: Development and validation of a school-level assessment of climate, cultural
pluralism, and school safety. Journal of Education Psychology. 95(3). 570-588.
Breese, E., (2017) How to reduce barriers to family engagement. GettingSmart.com,
https://www.gettingsmart.com/2017/03/how-to-reduce-barriers-to-family-engagement/

ENGAGING FAMILIES TO SUPPORT TRANSITIONS

29

Caplan, J. (2001). Essentials for Principals: strengthening the connection between school and
home. National Association of Elementary School Principles.
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED459521.
Carlson, R.G., Hock, R., George, M., Kumpiene, G., Yell, M., McCartney, E.D., Riddle, D.,
Weist, M.D. (2020). Relational factors influencing parents’ engagement in special
education for high school youth with emotional/behavioral problems. Behavioral
Disorders, 45(2), 103-116. https://doi.org/10.1177/0198742919883276
Cauley, K. M., & Jovanovich, D. (2006). Developing an effective transition program for students
entering middle school or high school. Clearing House, 80, 15–25.
Center for Disease Control & Prevention (2014) The relationship between bullying and suicide:
what we know and what it means for schools.
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/pdf/bullying-suicide-translation-final-a.pdf
Chitoyo, J., & May, M.E. (2003) Factors predicting sustainability of the schoolwide positive
behavioral intervention support model. Preventing School Failure. 6(2). 94-104.
Choi, N., Chang, M., Kim, S., Reio Jr., T.G., (2014) A structural model of parent involvement
with demographic and academic variables. Psychology in the Schools, 52(2), 154-167.
Cohen, J.S., Smerdon, B.A., (2009). Tightening the dropout tourniquet: easing the transition
from middle to high school. Preventing School Failure, 53(3), 177-184.
Crosnoe, R., (2001). Parental involvement in education: the influence of school and
neighborhood. Sociological Focus, 34(4) 417-434,
https://doi.org/10.1080/00380237.2001.10571211
Davis, K.M., Lambie, G.W., (2015) Family engagement: a collaborative, systemic approach for
middle school counselors. ASCA Professional School Counselor, 9(2). 144-151.

ENGAGING FAMILIES TO SUPPORT TRANSITIONS

30

Department of Education. (1994). Strong families, strong schools: building community
partnerships for learning. a research base for family involvement in learning from the
U.S. Department of Education. https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED371909
Downs, A. (2001). It’s all in the family: middle schools share the secrets of parent engagement.
Middle Ground, 4, 10–15.
Drummond, K.V., Stipek, D., (2004). Low-income parents’ beliefs about their role in children’s
academic learning. The Elementary School Journal, 104(3), 197-213.
Duchesne, S., Ratelle, C. F., Poitras, S.-C., & Drouin, E. (2009). Early adolescent attachment to
parents, emotional problems, and teacher-academic worries about the middle school
transition. The Journal of Early Adolescence, 29(5), 743-766.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0272431608325502
Elias, M. J. (2001). Easing transitions with social-emotional learning. Principal Leadership, 1(7),
20-25.
Epstein, J.L., & Jansorn, N.R., (2004). Developing Successful Partnership Programs. Principal,
83(3), 10-15.
Erickson, J., Peterson, R. L. & Lembeck, P. (2013, May). Examples of middle to high school
transition. Lincoln, NE: Student Engagement Project, University of Nebraska. http://
go.unl.edu/engagement.
Ferlazzo, J. (2011). Involvement or Engagement? Schools, Families, Communities, 68(8), 1014.
Fite P., Frazer, A., DiPierno, M., Abel, M. (2018) Youth perceptions of what is helpful during the
middle school transition and correlates of transition difficulty. National Association of
Social Workers. Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/cs/articleabstract/41/1/55/5196223

ENGAGING FAMILIES TO SUPPORT TRANSITIONS

31

Galuski, T. (n.d) Ready or not kindergarten, here we come. National Association for the
Education of Young Children. https://www.naeyc.org/our-work/families/kindergartenhere-we-come
Garbacz, S.A., Hirano, K., McIntosh, K., Eagler, J.W., Minch, D., Vatland, C., (2017) Family
engagement in schoolwide positive behavioral interventions and supports: barrier and
facilitators to implementation. School Psychology Quarterly, 33(3), 448-459.
Greatschools.org, (2019). 6 strategies of award-winning high schools that prepare students for
college. https://www.greatschools.org/gk/articles/6-strategies-of-award-winning-highschools/
Henderson, A.T. (1987). The evidence continues to grow: parent involvement improves
students: an annotated bibliography. National Committee for Citizens in Education.
Hill, N.E., Tyson, D.F., (2009) Parental involvement in middle school: a meta-analytic
assessment of the strategies that promote achievement. Developmental Psychology,
45(3), 740-763. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2782391/
Hossler, D., & Gallagher, K. S. (1987). Studying student college choice: A three-phase model
and the implications for policymakers. College and University, 62, 207-221.
Ingels, S. J., Burns, L. J., Charleston, S., Chen, X., & Cataldi, E. F. (2005). A profile of the
American high school sophomore in 2002: Initial results from the base year of the
longitudinal study of 2002 (NCES 2005- 5 Quick Stats Fact Sheet 338). Washington,
DC: National Center for Education Statistics. Available online at:
http://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=2005338
Institute for Education Sciences, (2009). Helping students navigate the path to college: what
high schools can do. U.S. Department of Education.
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/PracticeGuide/higher_ed_pg_091509.pdf

ENGAGING FAMILIES TO SUPPORT TRANSITIONS

32

Iver, M.A.M., Epstein, J.L., Sheldon, S.B., & Fonseca, E. (2015) Engaging families to support
students’ transition to high school: evidence from the field. The High School Journal.
Retrieved on October 10, 2020 from EbscoHost.
Jackson, A.W., Davis, G.A., (2000). Turning points 2000: educating adolescents in the 21st
century. New York: Teachers College Press
Klein Y. (2019) How to survive the transition from middle school to high school. Evolve
Treatment. https://evolvetreatment.com/blog/transition-middle-high-school/
Kline, C., Williams, E., (2007) Transitioning out of high school: a quick stats fact sheet. National
High School Center. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED501081.pdf
Koonce, D.A., Harper, W., (2005). Engaging African American parents in the schools: a
community-based consultation model. Journal of Educational and Psychological
Consultation. 161(1), 55-74.
Letrello, T. M., & Miles, D. D. (2003). The transition from middle school to high school: Students
with and without learning disabilities share their perceptions. Clearing House, 76(4), 212214
Little M.H. (2017) School-based kindergarten transition practices and child outcomes. The
Elementary School Journal, 118(2), 335-356.
McCarthey, C., (2019) Anxiety in teens is rising: what’s going on? American Academy of
Pediatrics. https://www.healthychildren.org/English/health-issues/conditions/emotionalproblems/Pages/AnxietyDisorders.aspx#:~:text=According%20to%20the%20National%20Institutes,and%20teen
s%20went%20up%2020%25
McCallumore, K.M., & Sparapani, E.F., (2010) The importance of the ninth grade on high school
graduation rates and student success in high school. Education. 130(30) 447-456.

ENGAGING FAMILIES TO SUPPORT TRANSITIONS

33

Minnesota Department of Education (2019) Personal Learning Plans. Retrieved from
https://education.mn.gov/MDE/dse/ccs/plp/
Mizelle, N.B. & Irvin J.L., (2000) Transition from middle school into high school. Middle School
Journal. 31(5). P. 57-61
National Association of Manufacturers, Manufacturing Institute’s Center for Workforce Success,
and Deloitte Consulting. (2005). 2005 skills gap report- A survey of the American
manufacturing workforce. New York: Deloitte Development LLC. Retrieved from
https://www.heartland.org/_template-assets/documents/publications/18159.pdf
National Center for Safe and Supportive Learning Environments (2020) Voices from the field.
https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/voices-field/your-opinion-what-most-effective-waysupport-new-students-school
Nelemans, S. A., Hale, W. W., Branje, S. J., Meeus, W. H., & Rudolph, K. D. (2018). Individual
differences in anxiety trajectories from grades 2 to 8: impact of the middle school
transition. Development and Psychopathology, 30, 1487–1501.
National Institute of Mental Health (2019, February) Major depression.
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/major-depression.shtml
National Institute of Mental Health (2017, November) Any anxiety disorder.
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/any-anxiety-disorder.shtml
Nixon, G., (2017) 4 keys to better parent engagement in early education. Educa,
https://www.geteduca.com/blog/parent-engagement-in-digital-age/
Norton, M.S. (2003). Parental Involvement: What Do We Really Know About It? Journal of
School Public Relations, 24, 110-123.
Oakes, A., & Waite, W. (2009). Middle-to-high-school transition practical strategies to consider.
Center for Comprehensive School Reform and Improvement, 1-6.

ENGAGING FAMILIES TO SUPPORT TRANSITIONS

34

Panorama (n.d.) Reducing barriers to family engagement.
https://s3.amazonaws.com/panorama-www/files/outreach/reducing-barriers-to-familyengagement.pdf?__hstc=17850406.9a89c48fa884c0f6b677c18351f20983.16030721551
78.1603075389978.1604695896572.3&__hssc=17850406.1.1604695896572&__hsfp=7
76849340
Pape, B. (1998). Involving parents lets teachers and students win. Education Digest, 64(7), 4751.
Peter D. Hart Research Associates, Inc. & Public Opinion Strategies. (2005). Rising to the
challenge: Are high school graduates prepared for college and work? Prepared for
Achieve, Inc. Retrieved from http://www.achieve.org/files/pollreport_0.pdf
Santhanam, L. (2019, October 18). Youth suicide rates are on the rise in the U.S. PBS.
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/health/youth-suicide-rates-are-on-the-rise-in-the-u-s
Sheridan, S.M., Kozlol, N., Witte, A.L., Iruka, I., Knoche, L.L. (2020). Longitudinal
and geographic trends in family engagement during the pre-kindergarten to kindergarten
transition. Early Childhood Education Journal. 48. 365-377.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-019-01008-5
Sheridan, S.M., Knoche, L.L., Edwards, C.P., Bovaird, J.A., Kupzyk, K.A. (2010) Parent
engagement and school readiness: effects of the getting ready interventions on
preschool children’s social-emotional competencies. Early Education and Development,
21(1), 125-156. https://doi.org/10.1080/10409280902783517
Smith, J., B., (1997). Effects of eighth-grade transition programs on high school retention and
experiences. Journal of Educational Research, 90(3), 144–152.
Snyder, T. D., Tan, A. G., & Hoffman, C. M. (2004). Digest of education statistics 2003 (NCES
2005-025). Education Statistics Quarterly, 6(4).
http://nces.ed.gov/programs/quarterly/vol_6/6_4/8_3.asp

ENGAGING FAMILIES TO SUPPORT TRANSITIONS

35

Springs, B., (2020) How to prepare students for the workplace through certifications. Edutopia.
https://www.edutopia.org/article/how-prepare-students-workplace-through-certifications
Stopbullying.gov (2020) What is bullying? https://www.stopbullying.gov/bullying/what-is-bullying
Roeser, R.W., Eccles, J.S., Sameroff, A.J., (2000). School as a context of early adolescents’
academic and social-emotional development: a summary of research findings. The
Elementary School Journal, 100(5), 443-471.
Roybal, V., Thornton, B., & Usinger J., (2014) Effective ninth-grade transition programs can
promote student success. Education. 134(4). 475-487.
United States Bureau of Labor Statistics, (2020). Learn more, earn more: education leads to
higher wages, lower unemployment. https://www.bls.gov/careeroutlook/2020/data-ondisplay/education-pays.htm
Walsch, B.A., Jeon, H., Dove, M., Su, S., (2018). Transition to kindergarten videos and their
relationship to family engagement. International Journal of Technology in Teaching and
Learning, 14(2), 55-64.
Wang, M., Sheikh-Khalil, S. (2014) Does parental involvement matter for student achievement
and mental health in high school? Child Development, 85(2), 610-625.
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12153
Waterford.org. (2018). How parent involvement leads to student success.
https://www.waterford.org/education/how-parent-involvment-leads-to-student-success/
Weiss, H.B., Bouffard, S.M., Bridglall, B.L., Gordon, E.W., (2009). Reframing family involvement
in education: supporting families to support educational equity. Campaign for
Educational Equity, Teachers College, Columbia University.
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED523994

ENGAGING FAMILIES TO SUPPORT TRANSITIONS

Winters, M.A., Green, J.P., (2005) Public High School Graduation and College-Readiness
Rates: 1991-2002. Manhattan Institute. https://media4.manhattaninstitute.org/pdf/ewp_08.pdf
Williams-Powell, T., Sanchez, B., (2013) Identifying and decreasing barriers to parent
involvement for inner-city parents. Youth & Society, DOI:10.1177/0044118X11409066
Zill, N., West, J., (2001) Entering kindergarten: findings from the condition of education 2000.
U.S. Department of Education/National Center for Education Statistics.

36

